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The Last Piece of Us

 

Eve Morton


Prologue

Ethan Cohle was trapped in a dream. 

The ocean’s waves lapped over his body and wore away grooves in the sand. He wore the red bathing suit he’d fought with his mother about a week before vacation. Red was for girls. The straps were too skinny. His collarbones—girl collarbones—were too frail on display; he’d wanted to hide them behind a T-shirt. Maybe that was why he’d gone too far into the ocean, until he couldn’t feel the stones with his toes anymore and the water was to his nose. He wanted his sunburn and his freckles to be flaked away like shale by the constant and relentless beating of the waves, so maybe he could turn to sea foam and become something new. 

When Ethan tried to pull himself up, he tasted salt. Water surrounded him. The ocean brought his body, limp like a ragdoll, farther and farther out to the ocean. He couldn’t hold his breath anymore. Water filled his lungs. His dead-name, still his birth name at the time, was yelled by his mother on the shore. It was the last thing he heard before he died.

Ethan’s sister Leslie dragged him from the waves to the sand. His red bathing suit tore from the flat black rocks used for skipping and wishes on the shore. His skin flaked off again, red blood mixing with the grainy, bronze sand of North Carolina’s Outer Banks. Their father’s dream house, the one he’d worked too many overtime shifts for, sat on stilts so the waves couldn’t flood the first floor even at high tide. Crabs skittered close by. The rocks eroded. And the waves kept going.

Ethan’s father pressed his mouth to his and breathed. And breathed. And breathed. Constant and continuous, his father pressed his hands into Ethan’s chest, cracking three ribs, as he brought him back to life.

Ethan always woke up before he got the chance to gasp in the dream. Sometimes, when he was still a teenager and living at home, he’d flop right out of his twin bed and onto the hardwood floor each time the dream returned and replayed like a memory he’d witnessed as a spectator, rather than the participant at the centre. Over the years, he’d learned to curb his shock at his own death and rebirth played before him like a film. 

Almost two decades later at twenty-nine, when he awoke with a start in his single bedroom apartment in Fort Erie, his only response was to slide a hand over his chest. He felt along his rib cage where the fractures had healed. A week after being resuscitated, Ethan’s purple-black bruises faded to yellow and green like bales of hay on prairie land. One small triangle, a speck of colour on his skin like a birthmark, no more than the size of a quarter, still remained. His permanent bruise was over where his heart was supposed to be. 

After his father had performed CPR, the family had gone to the emergency room. Ethan lost the bathing suit his mother had fought so hard for to the ER doctor’s scissors. The bright lights and out-of-date magazines of the hospital never made it into the dream. Neither did the thirteen-hour drive home to Canada, where winter soon started and there was no more talk about bathing suits. 

“You died. You died,” his mother muttered when the North Carolina story would be repeated over the years. “You died, but now you’re here. A second chance.”

“What was it like?” Leslie asked. “What did you see when you were dead? A white light?”

“Stop, Leslie,” their father said. “Don’t be morbid. Leave your sister alone.”

Ethan’s parents divorced before the next family vacation. His mother remarried and divorced again. Teenage years bored Ethan half to death. Leslie went off to college and became a nurse so she could save other people. All the while, Ethan changed his name, started to live as a man, and moved away from everyone.

The triangle mark, no more than a fleck on his pale skin, was the only thing that remained constant.

Ethan touched his mark for several extended minutes until his fingertips bruised with memory. His breasts, lumped into atrophied tissue, sat astride the mark, unused and uninteresting. The more he touched his skin, the more he was convinced the ocean was there again. 

Instead, his alarm went off. Francesca texted his cell phone. The rush hour traffic hummed outside. From the dark clouds in the sky, Ethan anticipated hail. He touched the mark one last time before he rose from his bed. 

It was time to go. Always time to go.


Part One

Jacob’s Ladder


Chapter One

“You’re drunk.”

“I’m not drunk,” Ethan said. “I’m…walking with style.”

Francesca rolled her eyes. Ethan shut the door to the back room at the duty-free shop, located outside of the Peace Bridge in Fort Erie. His Converse shoes slipped on the tiles. He caught the edge of a storage shelf before he stumbled and righted himself. His stomach roiled. 

“I’m not drunk,” he insisted again. “It’s just icy outside, you know? The weather is hardly my fault.”

“There was barely a hailstorm. You’re lying to me again.”

Francesca grasped his forearm so he’d look her in the eyes. Ethan’s thin jacket hung unbuttoned at his side, his red lanyard for the duty-free shop stuck out of one pocket. His blue and green plaid shirt was untucked from his nondescript black jeans. He normally stood about five seven, but when Francesca (at five eleven) stared at him like a long-lost mother, Ethan slouched and stared at the linoleum floor. 

Francesca made him breathe out before she decided he was fine. “You may not be drunk, but I still don’t like this. You obviously had something before you came to work.”

“And where’s the harm? I need it.”

“You know the harm. I told you not to make me ID your body one day. I’ll still do it, but I’ll be very mad at you for it.”

Ethan sauntered over to his locker, ignoring Francesca’s overzealous fear. “You know that’s not how things would go. But I appreciate your effort and solidarity to the cause.”

“Of course! Us crazies gotta stick together.”

“I thought we were the queers, not crazies?”

“Why not both?” Francesca winked playfully before bursting into laughter. Their back-and-forth routine was as familiar as the duty-free shop’s cracked bathroom mirror, where Francesca now made sure her make-up was perfect. She wore her standard pink blouse which made her dark skin pop, even under the harsh florescent lights. Francesca treated every shift like an opportunity with the way she carried herself; an opportunity for what, Ethan never truly knew. Working the night shift for slightly above minimum wage was the only real thing he had going for himself right now, other than maybe another drink smuggled in a travel mug like the one he’d taken on the bus. 

“You ready?” Francesca asked. Her lips were glossed, hair in perfect place.

Ethan still had bedhead when he checked in the mirror. His stomach quaked again, either from too much alcohol or not enough. “Sure. Not like we have a choice.”

*

The wind whipped against the storefront. The hail had stopped, but Ethan still needed to rub his hands together for warmth when a shipment came in at one in the morning and he was relegated to unloading duty. They were short-staffed tonight. Devon and Marta both called in sick, leaving Ethan in the back alone for the first four hours, while Francesca and another newbie cashier attempted to deal with the sudden upswing of customers heading to a casino in Niagara. 

The thrum of customers made Ethan’s skin crawl. He’d been working here for almost a year and Francesca longer than that. She’d gotten him the job when they moved here for the same doctor. The night shift, where she could charm lonely customers and Ethan could drink cheaply in his downtime, was ideal for both of them as they waited to pay off their own personal debts. In a spare moment, Ethan checked the back room for discarded cigarettes or cigars, found one half-opened pack, and smoked. The sub-zero temperatures made inhaling difficult, but he liked it. There was a safety in the night shift. People were around, but no one paid attention. At times, work was even quiet. 

The green and red lights of the border patrol were visible from the back shipping entrance. Several family vehicles drove through and waited their turn. Ethan imagined someone like his father who wanted to make “good time” for vacations driving through the night with kids asleep in the back. There were several white, shady-looking vans snaking back to the border, too; the exact kind of vehicle Ethan knew would be selected for searches. He’d only seen one shipment go bad while on the job, and he’d been too drunk to remember much of it. Just a lot of crashing, a lot of yelling. The police came and took statements. He hid while reading newspapers and crumbled up pamphlets that looked like tabloids in between smokes. 

As Ethan swept the back room, he found several more pamphlets crumbled up in balls, smuggled in between shipments or used as packing peanuts. Fort Erie was notorious for their National Enquirer type of rags; since it was a border town, it was a mecca for creeps and weirdos. Just like us, Francesca would always say. The crazies and the queers live here—but we don’t get much press. Each one of the strange pamphlets was a half-baked pseudo-religious tract full of conspiracy theory nonsense, talking about Bat Boys and asking if people believed. It reminded Ethan more of a bad cosplay for The X-Files for which someone couldn’t get the copyright and so they made it up from scratch. He skimmed a new one about a girl born with fish gills in India before he added it to the trash and went back to scoping the border line.

When a giant transport truck cut off Ethan’s view, it was nearly two in the morning. He finished stacking boxes in the back, ate a candy bar, and smoked again, trying to wear away the time on his shift. He headed to the front when the boredom became worse than customer service. He spotted Francesca and a massive line of people right away. 

“Where do you need me, Frannie?”

“Oh, you angel. Finally you come to help.” She huffed and gestured to an open cashier. “Behind me. Get number four up and running. That’s Zoe’s, and she just went on lunch.”

Ethan followed orders without another word. Before he’d even signed in fully, a man approached his aisle. He was tall, easily six foot three when he didn’t slouch. His tanned skin seemed out of place in the Canadian ebbing winter, even at the border. He tapped his foot like he was impatient, but when Ethan finally met his eyes, he gave a half-cocked grin.

“Hi, sir,” Ethan said. “What are you getting, and what am I converting this to?”

“Oh. Not even a ‘how are you?’ I thought Canadians were polite.” The man didn’t seem annoyed, more playful than anything. When Ethan didn’t apologize, he went on. “I’m coming from the States, paying in cash, and would ideally like to convert what I have leftover to Canadian.”

“Sure.” Ethan fidgeted with a reader program that gave him the exchange rate. “You’ll be a rich man by the end of this, then.”

“Exactly what I was hoping for. Thank you.”

He placed two tall bottles of Grey Goose on the counter, followed by some generic candy, and a handful of bills. As Ethan processed the order, he noted one of the bills was coated in glitter. Ethan wanted to ask but worked on doing the exchange calculations instead. The man continued to tap his foot, his keys jangling each time he did. Bum-hiss, bum-hiss. Even over the loudspeaker announcing deals and weather patterns, Ethan still heard the keys. Persistent and constant. He was so overwhelmed by the sound he didn’t realize the man was talking to him.

“Hmm. Sorry. What did you say?”

“Nothing. I was just surprised is all. Yikes.” The man gestured to a bus which had just stopped in the duty-free parking lot. It was a casino express route, packed to the windows, and the entire troop seemed ten seconds away from barging inside the shop. “Even in the middle of the night?”

“Even in the middle of the night,” Ethan confirmed. “Gambling happens anywhere, anytime.”

“Well. At least it’ll be a shorter night, right?”

Ethan tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

“The time jump. Spring forward, or whatever it’s called. I think it happens at….” The man glanced down at his phone, which he pulled from his pocket. “Three a.m., right?”

“I guess. I didn’t realize.”

“Well, consider the time a gift. Hopefully you won’t have to work the hour, but you’ll still be paid for it.”

“Not with my luck.” Ethan had wondered why time seemed to warp and change when he was in the backroom. The extra hour wouldn’t be much, but the money earned would give him enough for another case of beer. When the man added something else to his order, Ethan became lost in another set of calculations. 

“All right. Here you go.” Ethan extended his hand to return the man’s change. When the man grabbed his cash, he snaked his fingers over Ethan’s wrist, turning his palm up. His fingers slinked down over the button-up shirt, right over where his veins were, as if he was taking his pulse. The man’s hand was so warm—and so bold—Ethan didn’t move for two seconds. By the time he snatched his hand away, the man seemed to have gotten what he wanted. 

“Sorry.” The man held up his hands as if to show no challenge. Some of his change fell to the counter. “I was just checking something.”

When Ethan narrowed his eyes coldly, the man merely grinned again, completely unabashed. The silent stand-off lasted mere seconds as the man left Ethan’s station. The cash was still there. Ethan scooped it behind the counter, into a red paper cup, and took the next customer. Twenty minutes later, once the casino crowd had diminished, Ethan glanced out the glass windows toward the exit of the duty-free shop, checking to see if the man was still there. Ethan shuddered when he caught a glimpse of his shadow. Why was he still here? Ethan needed to know if this guy was a weirdo or something much worse. Ethan could handle the weirdos. He’d perfected mute listening as someone spoke about spiritual ascension and alien races before he moved on. And it wasn’t even the first time his space had been invaded at work; rudeness eroded people’s boundaries and most wanted their cheap cigarettes faster. But no one had tried to take his pulse, or hold his hand, or whatever. Which either meant that this guy was into him—or that he could see through his skin into chromosomes and wanted to solve it with a baseball bat. 

“Sir,” the next person in line said. “Are you ready for me?”

“Uh—sure.” 

Ethan busied himself with the woman’s order before he glanced up again. The stranger was gone now. And Francesca laughed with a customer, unharmed and carefree. Nothing bad had happened. But Ethan wished he’d gotten a name, some kind of detail he could give to police later if shit went down. Tall, dark-tanned skin, and…pretty. Ethan sighed. That was why he was mad, wasn’t it? He was worried the one guy he found to be attractive in the store could have also made him as trans and wanted to do something about it. 

Ethan flashed to Francesca’s words. They’d had the “what would happen if they found my body?” discussion within minutes of meeting one another. Ethan figured it was more likely to happen for her than it was for him. Ethan was nondescript; his masculinity made him blend in and not cause a fuss. She was a tall beauty, wearing six-inch heels when they went out, and always talking to people when she should be more careful. Why bother getting a second chance, my dear boy, if I don’t use it? Even when he tried to tell her that trans women were far more likely to be killed than trans men, she still didn’t care. Meanwhile, Ethan never answered no-name calls on his cell in case the caller was someone from his past who now wanted vengeance for his sinful second skin. Only after Francesca told him some of those no-name calls could be the police or hospital calling about her, Ethan changed his stance and screened calls rather than blocking altogether. 

Their thoughts were morbid. They both knew that. But morbid was necessary, even if their endings weren’t violent or tinged with hate crime. Being a trans guy may not be as risky as being a trans woman, but that still didn’t count for bus accidents, car accidents, or falling asleep and never waking up. His mother wasn’t Ethan’s next of kin anymore, but his father or sister Leslie would be next in line. He had no will. No emergency contact information. If Ethan was found without an ID, everyone would look at his bones and dental records. They’d see childbearing hips with a chipped tooth from a baseball game when he was twelve. They’d see a girl named something else.

Ethan rubbed the skin on his wrist the man had touched. Was he a harmless flirt or was flirting harmful? Ethan noticed a line with two dots on the edge of his wrist, as if he’d been scarred there in an accident he didn’t remember. He rubbed the skin and it only seemed to get worse. Was this always there? Or was it something else—like the implants listed in the weirdo pamphlets about alien microchips? When Ethan squinted, the mark almost looked like an eye staring at him. Questions swarmed around him, each one more disturbing and nonsensical than the last. Ethan wanted a drink. He turned to the back room, hoping to add something to his coffee mug, when a customer stopped him.

“Excuse me.”

A woman with a long fur-trimmed coat and red lipstick stood by a crate of scotch. All insane worries fell away as he stood taller and attempted to pitch his voice lower than six years of testosterone had already made it. “Yes?”

She asked for something else in the back he knew wasn’t there, but he took the opportunity to leave. He found the pack of cigarettes again. Added alcohol to a mug. He trembled as he smoked. It’s the cold, he told himself. Or the withdrawal. He drank more and evened out. Smoked more and felt better. He wanted to quit his job right then, but he couldn’t. He only had a grand in the bank, most of which would be gone in a day or so with rent and expenses, and he was still saving. Still trying to save. So he’d have to grin and bear this a while longer, promise himself he wouldn’t read any more creepy pamphlets, and maybe hope the man wouldn’t come back again. Most customers weren’t repeat ones; if they were, the workers were supposed to report them to border patrol. 

This made Ethan feel better. As he ground down the spark of his cigarette, the low whistling sounded from the open shipment door. Not like a man’s whistle, but something mechanical. Otherworldly. It sounded like the echo inside a recording studio—a far-off train whistle from another town over. The noise burst into more sounds, louder sounds. Ethan stepped out of the storage area into the March air. Red and green flashed from the border patrol—soon followed by small, white lights. 

These were nothing like fireflies; they were stronger, bigger, and more fluid. They curled around each red sign, waiting until the green allowed entrance. They clustered and exploded like fireworks as they passed the border. They faded in and out like a lighthouse, and then returned on again in the night sky. 

“What the…” Ethan watched as the lights crossed the border in waves. When it was over, they started up again. He watched them for five minutes before he realized he wasn’t alone. The man from before stood in the parking lot, outside a black four-door sedan. He held a jar full of the same white-light creatures. He opened it up and added it to the waves. He was the start of it all.

This jar was the last of several. The white-light creatures joined their flock and soon flitted into the night. Without the creatures lighting the area around him, the man was shrouded in darkness. Ethan was convinced, though, that the man was there.

“Happy spring,” the man said. His softer voice sounded more like a crackle in the night. He slipped into his car and drove away, past all the guards, in the opposite direction of the lights. 

Ethan didn’t move for a long time. He forgot about the customer and didn’t care if they complained. His watch soon read four in the morning, skipping through time.

“Happy spring,” he murmured, the black night as his only witness.


Chapter Two

“Good morning, sweetheart.” Aurora stood at the top of the stairs. Her red housecoat belt was pulled tight across her waist, the long billowy arms flowing down like wings when she rested her palms on the railing. 

Ethan brushed the flakes of snow out of his hair. He’d gotten off the bus three stops early and walked the rest of the way home in an attempt to sober up. His earbuds for his iPhone still dangled around his neck, an echo of music behind him. 

“Morning, Rory. What’s the news?”

“Nothing. But I’m up, and you’re up, so we should have tea.”

Ethan stomped up the stairs, shuddering as he did. Tea sounded nice, but so did sleep. Exhaustion made him easily susceptible to suggestion, though, and since he was off work the next day, he allowed himself to be led to Aurora’s place. 

The small apartment where Ethan had lived for the past two years was nothing special. One bedroom, one bath, running water with good pressure, and heat that was included in the rent. Most people who lived in the building were retirees or on disability, never leaving their place because the elevator at the back of the building was always in disrepair. The apartments were like tombs, sealed off with forgotten lives. Aurora was like that, or at least, Ethan thought as much at first. When he’d first run into her in the laundry room outside her apartment, he’d thought he’d walked into a Dickens novel. The red housecoat was like Mrs. Havisham’s wedding dress—overwhelming and always on. Long gray hair flowed to her navel and varicose veins marked her legs. She’d recited an Emily Dickinson poem instead of a greeting. 

As creepy as it was, Ethan grew to like her afterward. He did his laundry at six in the morning so he could hear her meditation tapes and smell her incense mixed with witch hazel. Eventually, she’d invited him inside for tea. And tea soon became fortune telling. 

Aurora’s apartment was filled with books on divination, the Tarot, I Ching, and Carl Jung. She’d told him she used to be a fortune teller and travel from city to city when circuses were common. This was an obvious lie or embellishment, but Ethan had found old brochures from a casino where she used to perform during the 1980s. Now she lived alone, read a dozen books a week, and fed a dozen or more stray cats. 

“Please sit wherever you want, dear,” she said. “What kind of tea can I make you?”

“Caffeine is fine. I’ll be tired enough to sleep afterward.”

Ethan sat in the armchair by the window. The purple drapes were tucked to the side, allowing the light to spill through. A small fishhook-shaped crack marked the edge of the windowpane and spread out into a million more tiny fractures. The crack had always been there, but somehow never made this chair colder than all the others in the room. 

Aurora returned in a moment with two large black mugs filled with tea. Small petals mixed with the black leaves from the tea ball, sticking to the outer edges. Aurora’s gray hair spilled over her shoulders as she took the seat across from Ethan. 

“You’re tired,” she said.

“Always am. End of my shift.”

“And there is no way to work during the daylight and save yourself the hurt?”

“I prefer the night. You know this. How else would I get to have tea with you? I’m not a morning person, so really, this is my treat before bed.”

“And I endeavour to make it a treat. So tell me: new experiences in your life?”

Ethan chuckled. He pressed the teacup to his mouth, sipping too much too soon. Each time he blinked, the lights from before imprinted on his lids. He wondered if there was anything in her occult books to explain what he’d seen. Was it a contained borealis? Something sinister? Or maybe he was low on B12 and the lights were a hallucination, something her holistic medicine books could fix. 

“Nothing new going on.”

“I’m not your mother. You can tell me all the salacious details.”

“That’s true. It’s good you’re not my mother, though, because I wouldn’t have even stepped in this apartment at all.” Ethan sighed. He liked Aurora. But like most acquaintances, he was never sure how much to divulge to her about his past. When she’d first called him sweetheart, he’d been worried she read him as a woman. But everything else she said, referring to him as a son, as a young man, confirmed Ethan’s hopes. He passed here, and maybe she understood. Early in their conversations, she’d brought up the Roman Janus myth of the two-headed figure, and then spoken about Tiersias, the man who changed himself into a woman for seven years, as if gender changes were a secret code. No one ever brought up mythical sex changes—or the phoenix—unless they inconspicuously wanted to tell him they approved of his life choices. But Aurora was strange enough in her own life; she could have been telling stories, since she told him as much about Atlas the Titan and Orion the sky hunter in those first few visits.

“I’m fine, Rory. Thank you for asking. But I’m off tomorrow for work, which means I plan on sleeping in. Frannie’s invited me to a party, too, so maybe I can go.”

“You should. And I should also stop lecturing you. You’re different than me, and I need to realize that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I went on adventures in my twenties. Couldn’t sit still. But you’re happy sitting still.”

Ethan chuckled. “Because I have your stories. So tell me a good one.”

Aurora’s red lips parted into a smile. She took a long, extended drink of her tea before she began. It was always a gamble what kind of legend he’d get when he was here—about her family, her old life, her current life, or the made-up nonsense from mythology. Ethan was glad when she told him about the DMV, of all places. She was getting her license renewed and had been there all day yesterday. Took her knitting. Took her Tarot cards. It wasn’t until she pulled out the cards and acted as fortune teller of the waiting room that she was finally able to see someone.

“And you’re good now?” Ethan asked. “All fit to drive?”

“Yes, yes. Driving is boring, but I can do it.” 

“Congrats.” Ethan lifted his mug so they could clink together. She gasped when she realized he was almost done with his drink. 

“Let me get my book. We need to see your future.”

She returned with a thinly bound, homemade book on tea leaves. Her father and grandfather used to work in India, she’d told him the first time this ritual began, where they had grown the leaves. Her interest in medicinal herbs and tinctures had stemmed from pragmatism first and foremost, and only later on had spilled into occult interests. Ethan swallowed the last gulp of his drink in order to make the last leaves more visible. Aurora put her hand over the mug, obscuring it for him as she read.

“So, what do you see?” Ethan asked after several prolonged moments.

“A bridge. Ah.” Aurora’s eyes flashed. “You are a conduit.”

“Oh yes. Whitman tells me I am electric.”

“This is serious. As a bridge, you are a connection to another world. It’s a coveted reading to receive. I knew you were special, Ethan.”

He couldn’t help but laugh. Aurora told him he was special more than his own mother did. And she didn’t even know—or comprehend—the half of it. Still, Ethan was tired of all the things that made him into a myth. Stories of Tiersias, the phoenix, even parables about a butterfly emerging from a cocoon after a long winter of doing nothing, were all ways of making his gender into a fantasy instead of something he felt every morning as he awoke. 

“Oh so special,” Ethan said, not hiding the sarcasm.

Aurora looked at him with hurt, wounded eyes. 

“Maybe you’re right,” Ethan eventually relented. “Maybe good things can come from being a connection to another world. But I like being boring.”

“Pish-posh. No one is boring. Not to the right person.”

“Sure. But when I’m in a crowd, I like being camouflaged.” Ethan touched the rim of the mug. “If I am special, though, can I see the future? Will I be able to do these readings all on my own one day?”

“Of course. Anyone can see the future if they know where to look. Maybe your skills are growing.” 

“And I can pick up some cash on the side?” Ethan peered into the mug. The dark tea leaves against the black mug were a void. How could Aurora see anything inside this? The flower petals were crushed, a deeper blue than before. But they were only faintly more visible than the leaves. Only when Ethan focused on those did the whole pattern come into view. The bridge was there but wasn’t the entire focus. 

“Oh.”

“What do you see, dear?”

“A boat.” Ethan held the mug under the light. The tea leaves glowed, almost waxy. “A whale.”

“Interesting. I don’t know much about the water. I’ll look it up for you.”

Ethan set his mug on the coffee table. Aurora hadn’t drunk much from hers at all, certainly not enough to read. She focused on the handmade book of tea fortunes, illuminating what boat patterns meant in the grand scheme of the world. To no surprise, it was yet another way of saying the same thing: he was special, a conduit, and his future was adventurous. Aurora went on, telling Ethan more about her own ancestry. Her grandfather, who also saw boats in his leaves, was from Quebec. He’d settled there in the middle of winter, without enough money to survive.

“They said he was going to die. And in the freezing winter, it was believable.”

“But?” Ethan asked.

“He defined his future. He read the leaves for others. He kept his house and the lights on inside. And so I’m here.” 

When Aurora smiled, their conversation died as Ethan’s exhaustion pinned him to the chair. 

“You should go, my dear,” Aurora said. “The day has started for me, but you are done.”

“I am. Sorry, Rory. I wanted…”

“Shhh. Shhh.” Aurora stood and extended a hand to Ethan. She led him through her apartment, avoiding the kitchen as she did. Ethan wasn’t sure, but there were bones laid out against the counter. Chicken or similar fowl, maybe used for telling time. 

“You know it’s spring now?” Ethan said.

“I do. The equinox will be in three days. But you’re tired.” Aurora held his arms when they got to the doorway. “You can make it down the hall. Just another door. Then, I’ll see you around. Promise me you’ll keep me in your thoughts?”

“I will,” he said. “Promise.”

*

A day off meant he slept. Ethan stripped down to his boxer briefs and sports bra which was two sizes too small. Elastic lines embedded into his skin, criss-crossing him with hopeful neglect. Maybe one day, my breasts really will atrophy and fall off. He added a few shots of rum to a can of Coke from his fridge in order to help him sleep without dreaming. His fingers still smelled like patchouli and witch hazel from Aurora’s place.

You are special. 

He laughed as he slipped under the covers. When his foot stuck out from under the blanket, another triangle shape on his body became visible. On the base of his foot, over the slender bones of his ankle, was another birthmark like the one on his chest. He held up his wrist and eyed the strange line and dots he’d found earlier. The mark was less visible when he wasn’t rubbing it constantly. But the mark was there, faint and wraithlike. How long had it been there? What did it mean? 

You are a conduit. A bridge, a border between worlds.

Aurora’s words had been bittersweet to hear. They were ridiculous, but he stared at the valleys and ridges of his body and wondered. Maybe they were also necessary, and much needed. A call from his sister Leslie broke up his thoughts and pinned him down to the daily world. He declined the call. A message cropped up in his inbox moments before sleep finally took him.

When Francesca called six hours later, Ethan was half awake. She’d left a message, which meant he’d have to unlock his sister’s sudden interest in his life if he wanted to retrieve it. He dialed her from under the covers instead. 

“What?”

“Good morning, starshine,” Francesca said. “Err, I mean afternoon. How’s it going?”

“I’ve lost an hour of my life,” he said. Springing forward meant work was over sooner, but his sleep was going to be perpetually catching up for the next week. 

“You’ll get it back,” she said nonchalantly. “Come out with me tonight. There’s a party at someone’s lake house. They’re cleaning it up before spring really begins and having a few close people over.”

“Close friends, huh? So they’re expecting us?”

“They’re expecting Lila and Tiff, the other girls in my book club. So a couple more ain’t gonna hurt. Come with me?” 

Ethan was awake now. Sleep clung to his body, along with the sickly sweet taste of rum and Coke on his breath. The glass jar where he kept his tips, found money, and other odd cash he’d picked up stared back at him from the windowsill, light cascading off it. He fought the urge to check his wrist again. “I don’t know if I can, Frannie. Can’t afford it.”

Francesca huffed. “Money is important. I get that. But I will not always wait for you. You have to come out once in a while.”

“You sound like my neighbour.” Sadness overwhelmed Ethan. He’d meant the remarks to become a joke but was serious. If he was a conduit, what good was he by himself? He closed his eyes and watched his small life recede in the distance and fall back into focus. The mark was still on his wrist, taunting him. 

Francesca was already listing off ways he could still come to the party and save cash. Extra shifts he could take. But he was already convinced.

“Sure, I’ll go. But I’m not taking the bus.”


Chapter Three

The party came to him in sensations without a solid timeline. Pungent hard liquor. Cherry-scented candles. Staccato of drum and the creaking of wooden floorboards. Swelling heat of people pressed too tight. Cheers of a song chorus he didn’t know. After three drinks, Ethan grounded himself in the world. The drywall of the living room seemed to shed white like a snowstorm people didn’t notice. It flecked against Ethan’s black shirt and made him think of dandruff. He brushed it off as Francesca pulled him deeper into the house. 

The lake house had three storeys and indoor plumbing, no trace of rustic living in spite of the dense woods that surrounded them. The owner was rich—a friend of a friend of Frannie’s. Ethan tried to trace the line of ownership each time Francesca spoke, but he lost it like a signal over water. The basement held the music and the bar. A band no one had heard of before played; if they got a record deal in the future, Ethan was sure he’d hear them over the loudspeakers at work. They were fast, almost punk—but most of the chords were benign. Nothing new, but there was nothing under the sun that was new anymore. Even Ethan felt like he’d been recycled. 

“What do you think?” Francesca asked. “Fun, right?”

Ethan grabbed a beer from the fridge. Molson. Gross. He made a face as he drank. Francesca pushed herself up on the wet bar’s extended countertop. With her broad shoulders and heels, she looked like the last person who needed the boost on the counter. She laughed with a guy she knew from another party, while Ethan stayed close to her side to help him keep time. He took in snippets of their conversation, but mostly focused on the beer and predictable rhymes of the song lyrics. 

“There he is.” Francesca craned her neck to see past the huddle of people in the middle of the basement. Her spot gave her a bird’s eye view of the party.

“Who do you see?”

“Just the cutie from the store I saw you eyeing.”

“What…?” Ethan’s exhalations came out in short bursts. The compression tank top he wore pinched his ribs. He’d heard of some transgender men passing out from wearing too-tight binders and then falling into a crying fit. He panicked at being a stereotype on Tumblr and felt the area constrict more. “What do you mean? When did you see that?”

“Hard not to notice. You’re so nonchalant half the time; any time you spend more than a second on someone I can tell.” Francesca jumped off the counter and waltzed away from the bar. Ethan was shocked, but somewhat relieved, when she produced a guy he barely recognized. Dark skin, nice eyes, and wearing a soft sweater and comfortable dark jeans.

“This is Markus,” Francesca introduced. “He came into the store a while ago with a group from the south on a historical tour. He gave me his number, but you know, he’s gay, so that means he’s all yours.”

Markus chuckled at the obvious set-up. He extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Ethan. Francesca tells me you have a degree in Art History.”

“Yeah, lot of good it did me job-wise.”

“I understand. My art degree pretty much only allowed me jobs in advertising. Is that something you considered?”

“For a while, I guess,” Ethan said. “But I’m also considering joining the circus now.”

Markus laughed again, a subtle huh-huh-huh like a cartoon character. 

Ethan hated set-ups. Francesca was well aware, but she also tried to play his mother. Like Aurora. Like everyone else he came into contact with. Ethan wondered, if he and Markus somehow went on more than two dates, if he’d try to play the mother card too, or if he’d go right to being a daddy. Ethan pressed his bottle to his mouth as he listened half-heartedly to some of Markus’s stories from his art school days and how he managed to transition into a high-traffic ad agency. It was a nice talk, really. Ethan was bored of talking. Even the music became more interesting. 

“What are you doing tomorrow?” Markus asked. 

“Working. Always working.”

“But at night, right? You have time before your shift, or after?” Markus’s gaze was hopeful. Ethan took another drink.

“Yes, but I think I have to go do something with my sister. She keeps calling, so. You know, family stuff.”

“Got it. Family’s important. But take my number?”

Ethan pulled out his phone. He and Markus exchanged numbers, with the promise to talk more. When Markus hesitated by Ethan’s side, he knew he wanted a kiss. What’s so bad about that? Ethan was sure his breath was heavy with the three drinks that had gotten him loosened up, mixed with the stench of shitty Canadian beer. Markus was soft like his hands. Even his sky-blue sweater was kind. 

But Ethan still didn’t want to kiss him. 

He settled for a hug, a compromise. Markus’s palms slid over his back and he felt nothing. Like the last guy he dated. Like the two women he’d seen before them. Ethan liked to be in relationships. He liked bodies taking up his bed at night. But for the past ten years, he felt as if his own bed had contained two personalities, two faces, like the Janus god Aurora told him about, one looking forward and one looking back. Anyone next to him longer than two nights felt crowded.

Ethan knew he was making excuses. But they were his excuses. And good ones. 

When he pulled away from Markus’s embrace, they said a few more words. Ethan stared past him into the thinning crowd in front of the makeshift basement stage. The song was dying down. A bunch of people flooded up the basement stairs into the low light of the lake house’s living room.

And then there he was in the center of the landing, looking down on Ethan and the crowd with a wry grin.

The guy from before, with the jar full of light, and his grabby hands at the counter. His leather jacket was half open, a tight black shirt underneath. The casual outfit was finished with dark jeans and casually tousled hair. He wore a satchel over his left side, which outlined his thin frame and somehow made him look even taller. He chatted with a girl with bright-red hair but caught Ethan’s gaze at the same time.

“Do you know him?” Markus asked. 

“No,” Ethan said. “Sort of.”

Ethan left his drink behind on the counter, along with Markus. He ascended the steps two by two and finished by the woman’s side. The stranger gave him a look-over with an apprising smile.

“Can I help you?” the man asked. The woman with red hair dismissed herself as soon as the words left his mouth. 

Ethan stepped into the place she’d left, an inch closer to him. “I don’t appreciate being followed, especially after being groped.”

“No groping. I told you: I was checking for something.” This close, a scar that ran from the man’s left nostril to his left jawline and spiralled out toward his cheek became visible. It weighed down half his face, making a normal smile seem sinister in the dark light. “And I didn’t follow you.”

“Then how did you know I was here?”

“I heard there was a party. So I came to the party. And we meet again. There just aren’t as many people in this town as one would hope.”

“How would you know anything about Fort Erie? You’re not from here.”

“And how do you know? Are you following me now?” The guy raised an eyebrow. The cocky expression soon fell, as if his scar became too heavy to bear. “You make a point though. A party’s not a party when someone’s not wanted. I’ll go.”

“No. Wait.” Ethan grabbed the arm where the satchel hung. He cleared his throat. “Tell me why you’re here first. I want to know how you heard about this place.”

“Even if you don’t like the answer?”

“Especially if I don’t like it.”

He laughed. “You know, that’s a dangerous attitude.”

Ethan didn’t flinch. They stared at one another until a song from the basement band ended. Two minutes passed before Ethan won the standoff.

“I’m Jacob.” He extended his hand, shaking Ethan’s and dwarfing Ethan’s fingers with his own. He shoved his hands into his pockets before the guy—Jacob—noticed how small they were.

“Ethan. So why are you here?”

“I didn’t lie. I heard about the party, thought it would be interesting. It’s not, but I can’t sleep due to the time lag, and then I saw you. Figured I’d stay.”

“And the girl?” Ethan asked, gesturing behind him to the kitchen. The redhead and another woman with pixie-cut hair were talking now. “What about her?”

“A set-up. Boring.”

Ethan didn’t know what to say next. Did he tell him about Markus, so they could bond over the innocuous dates, almost as bad as talking about the weather? Did he turn Jacob’s wrist over to see what the fuss was about there? The options rattled around in Ethan’s mind, punctuated by music and chatter passing around them.

Jacob took a step closer to Ethan, leaving no space between their bodies. His lips hovered by an ear. “You saw me with the light.”

“I did.”

“Want to see where it goes? Where the jars came from?”

Ethan swallowed. He wanted to go, but each time he blinked he saw what he and Francesca feared most. Strangers at parties, taking them to dark alleys and unsafe places. Being outed. Losing their license, their ID, so no one could identify the body. That was why she’d brought Ethan to Markus. Markus was already approved. He’d passed all the tests. Jacob was dangerous, all things considered. He transcended boundaries and carried unknown possessions across borders. And Jacob was the only thing Ethan focussed on in a crowded room without blurring out into senselessness. 

“How do I know I can trust you?”

“You don’t. But no one will trust what you saw, either, until you can verify it.”

“No one will believe me either way.”

“So you have nothing to lose.”

After a moment, Ethan followed Jacob out the door.


Chapter Four

Jacob led Ethan to a park about fifteen minutes from the house on foot. He talked in clipped sentences, all about the Niagara area’s historical spots, and nothing about what he was leading Ethan to or what Ethan had seen in the night. Ethan’s skin was hot, even hotter against the winter chill. Yet, when they stepped onto the wet grass, Ethan shivered. Jacob extended his jacket. 

“You won’t be cold?”

“Nah. I’m so tall I can practically feel the sun.”

Ethan chuckled though it was a bad joke. He slid the jacket over his shoulders and felt the clunk of Jacob’s phone in the front pocket. Jacob was still talking about handicrafts, the war of 1812, and other pieces of information which didn’t interest Ethan. He slipped his fingers over Jacob’s phone and noticed the license lying next to it. He pulled it out and read the name.

“No fair,” Jacob said, once he noticed what had captured Ethan’s attention. “Now you know how old I am.”

“Thirty-four. Not that old.”

“You’re not good at math, are you? I’m thirty-six.” 

“Oh.” Ethan checked the years again. He’d been so captivated by the photo of Jacob Sandoval without the large scars marring his cheek that he didn’t bother to think too hard about the digits. His mistake was evident now as he did the math again. “Either way, you’re still not that old.” 

Jacob lifted his brows in a nonchalant shrug. “Coming from someone barely drinking age, that’s rich.”

“I’m twenty-nine.” 

“Show me your license. I don’t believe you.” Jacob’s smile—half-smile, actually, since the scar impacted the expression—made Ethan realize he did believe him. When Ethan didn’t shave, and some of his sandy-coloured hair sprouted on the edge of his chin, he could pass for his late twenties. If he dressed in something other than T-shirt and jeans, he could look even older. Years of testosterone had turned his apple-cheeked face into something far more rugged than he could have ever dreamed. Jacob wanted to see his license, not for his age, but maybe for the same reason Ethan was afraid to give it to him. The F was still there, underneath his height and weight, lingering and present. He could be Ethan Cohle on the card itself, but the F haunted him. 

Ethan scanned the area. Trees stripped of their leaves surrounded them like cages. It was pitch-dark, no moon in the sky, and almost three in the morning. Low lights from the park lamps illuminated the area, but they were far enough away from the bank of cottages and lake houses that no one would hear a commotion. The houses were close enough, though, Ethan figured he could run if he had to. He oscillated between safety and danger as he dug out his license and handed it to Jacob. He kept his other hand in the back pocket of his jeans, over his phone, just in case. 

“Ah. So you don’t lie. My brother was born this year.” Jacob handed his license back to him without another question. “Thanks for trusting me.”

“Well, you have me in the park now. I sort of have to trust you.” Ethan stood in front of Jacob, waiting for something to happen. When nothing bad did, he relaxed. “What’s so important about this park?”

“Ah, okay.” Jacob the history buff, know-it-all with Canadian trivia, disappeared. He gestured with a sweep of his hands to the edge of the park, next to a blindingly white gazebo, and Jacob the ringleader emerged in the other’s place. “We’re early, but I’m sure they’ll give us a show.”

Jacob brushed snow off the gazebo seats. Ethan sat next to him as he peered over the edge, eyes fixated on a pond. Glass jars, like the ones Jacob had been carrying in his car the night before, were tucked away under each white bench. Pristine clean, but empty. The pond water was black with the night sky, untouched. Ethan was about to call out Jacob, when the buzzing began. 

The echoing noise was the same as the night before, only stronger. Light split the pond in two. The water lapped at the pond’s shore as the creatures emerged. They glowed like halogen lights on the new cars in town, illuminating the area with a sweep, but almost blinding in their opalescence. Their sheen turned the water from black to off-green and lit up each blade of grass still frozen to the ground.

“They won’t hurt us,” Jacob said. 

“What are they?”

“Fairies.”

“Fairies?” Ethan laughed like this was something cute Aurora would say for a charge. Jacob didn’t flinch. He continued to look out at the pond. The fairies—or whatever—gathered in the centre of the water, causing ripples. When he squinted, the group of them were more like an illuminated lotus flower growing in water. They had no bodies, no faces, no wings. They were balls of light.

“These are trick fireflies or something. Not fairies.”

“Why? Because they don’t look like what you know in books and movies?”

“Well, yeah. There’s also no such thing as fairies.”

“How do you know? You just saw them.”

Ethan huffed. The fairies scattered from the centre to cover the surface area of the water. Bubbles rose until all the lights went out. The pond was black again, undisturbed. Ethan’s eyes stung from watching so closely. The slight pain was the only confirmation that this was real.

“What happened? Did I kill them by not believing?” Ethan’s voice was tinged with sarcasm.

“You don’t have that much power.” 

“Okay. So why did they go out? And what about the night before?”

“The cold gets to them. They like the water, especially any kind that eventually heads to waterfalls like Niagara, but they can’t stand the cold. They usually only come out for a couple minutes or so at three a.m.” 

“How the hell do they survive in Canada? It’s a bit early for spring.”

“It is. They don’t live in Canada though. Only vacation here.” Jacob turned away from the water, assessing Ethan. “Why are you nitpicking so much? Why bother questioning something you don’t believe in?”

“I’m just trying… I’m trying to understand.”

Jacob examined the still pond once again. The park lights cast his face, especially the left side, in an array of shadows. The whirring sound remained, but the fairies didn’t poke their heads—or orbed bodies—up from under the water. Ethan replayed the night before in his mind. If all of this was true, the fairies must have come over the border in those glass jars. And they’d gotten through without an issue, rolling up on the shore of a new country like waves.

“Are they from the US?” Ethan asked. “Is that why you were at the duty-free shop? You bringing them over?”
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